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Short-Changed: The High Cost of Working Poverty for Communities and Families
M.aki1JK.. Cue- for the- Atl.nt.a Living Wqe-

Every day in Atlanta, thousands of working families struggle to survive on poverty wages. Despite
working full-rime jobs, they do not earn enough money to cover ~ic needs. Parents often work
two or more jobs, juggle bills and compromise their health to provide food.

In the past decade a grassroots movement to address the problem of working poverty has spread
across the COW1try. The living wage movement is based on two principles:

. People who wor* ftO ti1J1l sbONld be able to ntppo1t their fa111iJiu abow the potJlrty ~

. Empioym JIho ~ pNbBc dollmr sbON/d pay their tmpioym a iu"g »IfJ!!.

In 1994 Baltimore became the first city to pass a living wage ordinance. As of February 2002 more
than 100 cities and counties have joined Balrimore in passing similar ordinances.

The Ad3ntt Living Wage Coalition was initiated in March 2001 by Atl3ntt 9toS, the Georgia

Citizenst Coalition on Hunger, the Centr3l Labor Council and Project South. The Coalition now
includes more than 85 conununityt labor, woments and religious organizations.

The Problem: Working Poverty in Atlanta

The Self-Sllfficiency Sbndard Report for Georgia, a c:ollabotative prQject of the UnivU5ity of
Washington and the Women's Policy Group in Atian12, W2S published in 2002 This report defines
a 'basic minimwn needs budget' as the amount required by a working family to meet basic needs

without assistAnce from government agencies or private ch2rities.

According to this research, a single working adult in Adana. would need to earn S9. 11/hr"t
approximately $20,500/yeu to meet this St2ndard. A single parent with one pre-schooler and one

school-age child would need to earn $1268/hr. or $26,800/year.

However, many jobs in Atlanta pay well below the minimum needs level



Of all hourly w-age positions in Georgia, 630/. pay less than $10.50/hr. The Atlantt metto area

KCOunts for 65% of all jobs in the sttte. Of the ten

How much do . obs . in Geo. fastest growing jobs in Atlant2, six pay S8 Ihr. or less.

% Q/l W; rQtlJ hOIIr These jobs include ~ ashier and security positions

2<)8/0 Less than $7.50 and are expected to account for nearly 175,000 new jobs
34% $7.51-$10.50 by 2008.

630/. Less than $10.50

One of the workel.--s whose life woukl be What are the fastest :daD..?'
impac~ by a living 'Wage shared her JDh # tfWorkm Growth

story with us. RaIl..

My 1It11Wt is MO1Ilqi Dobbs. I (J1JI it setNrity

ojjiM and also it mother.

I ~ wried i1I seatrity at Q!)I Hall ad at

the t6rpo1t, for it prisIfJtI erJ11IpIJ1IY. I II/t the

fJi1poft in hopes of Ji1IIi~ it better~ job. I

~ ta' lIa.rt 40 hoItr1 it MIk, !~

.~ all 11 boIIr shift, at a »lag.' of 17. 00 - Jx.,: I ~ bad to ~ Mfd8 P jIIrt to ..,.., mdr .wut.

I ~I m aIO1JCm Je&llri!l be~~ it !! -~_. ~ jJb to Jodtty. My job is to ~ Oty HQ/l W, ~ (hi

btIi~ st1ft so that eIfttf 111m Q1 SljJt&whlr 11 don't h/lj)pt1I hm.

I QIInnt!Y a~ Mth "'J'gr ~ther who is tisab/ed t11Id my t»IO-ytar-D/d tiallghttr. I mil dJe D1I!J aIag' IIl1'1I4r i" the

~ I balM ~ Gw Mth IrJb-- thtr bII:aIIJI it is thI ~ ee(}1IO1IIit'lIO.J flalib/e ~

The hours I work are e.specialiy hard when it comes to .spe~g time with my daughter. 1 am not
able to put her in day care because I have to leave some mornings too early and come home too

late some evenings. I also find myself missing importlmt times in her life. I had to miss her 2nd

birthday because I ~ stuck working all clay. My current wage is also restricting. I have trouble

making ends meet. I am currently in debt because I can 't afford to buy even the necessary items

When employers do not pay workers enough to meet basic needs) these workers and their

families must often rely on other taxpayer-supported social services such as food pantries,
homeless shelters and public health centers. Many fulltime workers also qualify for direct

government ~bsidies "mcluding food stamps, Medicaid, public housing and childcare.

One Solution: An AtlantJI. Living "'age Ordinance

I~ wage campaigns address the large and complex issue of working poverty by focusing on
a group of low income workS's whose wages we as taxpayers can influence: those who work for

companies benefIting directly from our tax dollars.

I A* F=.
1 FiIJDa based on 200 1 data fIom the Georgia Dq)8ItmCDt of x..r aM the Us Bureau of LaOOr StatL~cs:

hap:/ /www.bls.p/oes/1999/ oes _OS 20 . htm



With a me~ offiscal responsibility and financial self-sufficiency, living wage ordinances

have found support from all sectors of the political spectrum. The expenditure of tax dollars on

city contracts and development subsidies should be viewed as an investment in the city and its
working families. Elected officials and citizens must be assured of a positive return on their

investment in the form of jobs that allow workers and families to support themselves with a

rn1mmt_!m of government assistance.

The Atlanta Living Wage Ordinmce will affect three groups of work.ers:

.

.
employees of the City.
employees of compmi~ receiving s~ cont1'2cts from the City of $25,000 or more per

year,

employees by companies receiving ax abatements, grants, or other financial assisbnce of
$50,000 or more per year from the City.

.

ag."".",.

Thanks to Mayor Shirley Franklin, the Atlanta City CoWlcil and the Adanta Living Wage Coalitio~

direct city worken have already benefited from me Atlanta Living Wage Campaign. As of January 1,
2003, approximately 600 city workers (about 8% of the city workforce) receive wage incre2Se5 to

bring their annual salary to $22,(XK)fyear. This one-time adjustment cost approximately $800,000 or
just 1/. of 1 % of the 2003 City budget. The Adanta Living Wage Coalition applauds this impOrbnt

first step. The: 1i-c:i"D~ -wc-.gi:. oi:din2fice 'WiH-index this wage rate to the Consumer Price Index,

ensuring that city workers continue to eam living wages.

(;QwtrQds

Atlanta utilizes a wide array of cont1"acted comp'ar1ies keep the city safe, clean and beautiful. Millions
of ax dollars are spent on contr2cts for security, l3ndscaping. and housekeeping. Hundreds janitors,
van drivers, parking lot attendmtJ and seamty guards at H'artsfield Airport are employed through
City con~. The Research Committee of the Adanta living Wage Coalition has worked for 18
months to ob~ information about these contracts, the employers and workers. Companies
receiving contracts of $25,000 or more annually would be covered by the living W4Ige ordinance.

The committee acquired a list of City contt"acts that included all service-oriented industries and met
wid! representatives of the Department of Procurement to view some of these files. AldtOugh a
Contract Employment Report. including total numbers, job type, gender and race of all workers is
required for all city contrActs, only one contt-dct we reviewed had this information on file.
Currently, no infom1ation about W2ges or benefits is collected or req1Jired. The proposed 1iv1ng

~ ordinance will provide a means to track job aeation and Wdge rates in order to measure the

success of each project

Major service contractors "mclude:

B2rt0nSc~. Contract since 1996

. Received $2,363,210 for city-wide seaJrity and $1,137,160 for 2itport ~-guard security
in 2001



. Wages from 51 to $9.96/hour for the lowest level ofsecuri ty and to $10.18 for the

highest level. The file cle:ariy stated th2t wages were not to ex&eed these levies.

. Demographic information was not included within this file.
The Rtsear&b 0J11111Iittee h4r spokm »r'th JMn Impioyw oj BartOIJ S e&IIrity a1Id has leamed that aD of them

1IIIlk4 lIss tbtJ7I17. 15/ hoNr.

Dus~ IncoI1!2rated

.

.

.

Contract since 1998
Received $176,970 for janitorial services at the Civic Center in 2001

No wage or benefit information could be obtained

R.En~rises
Co n tt-act since 1 9 96.

.

.
Received $426,000 for city-wide janitorial services in 2001

No wage or benefit infonnation could be obtained

WCC Lands~i!1g M2inten~ce Co.

. Contract since 1995

. Received $114,000 for airport bndsaping in 2001

. Has had other contract with the City, MARTA, and the Atlanta Housing Authority
The-Researclt-Committee also tfieElt'epeatediy to contact eacl1~ the companies; however, only
B-Arton Security answered their phone or had an office at the address listed on the their contr"aCt.
Attempts were also made to obtain a list of conncts that are paid more than $25,000 annually, but
the datab'aSe where this information is stored made it impossible to compile such a list.

B~ D"lIIfIP-at

Like most cities, Adantt uses an economic development program to promote city grOWth -.nd
revitAlization. The Atlanta. Development Authority (ADA), created by the city and chaired by the

Mayor, oversees these incentives. ADA requires all of its programs to provide public benefits;

however, these benefits are not always tracked or measured. The AtJanb Living Wage Ordinance
would not only secure economic benefits for the workm involved, but also provide a means to

u-ack job creation and wage rates in order to measure the success of each project. Programs covered
by the ordinance would be any receiving $50,000 or more per year from the City of Atlanta, or in

benefits from a city lease.

Some of the ~or financial development projects include:

Adantic s~ Brownfield Tn AllQ~Qn District

. Received $85 million in tax aUo<:ation bonds from the city to cle3n md redevelop the

Atlantic Steel Mill Site
. Will create 2,000 jobs. mostly in re12il, hospiulity. and maintenance

.
Expected to create 13.000 jobs. including housing, hospitality, retail, and maintenance



The ADA also oversees seven! commercial development loan progl:2rI1S. Two of these, the Business

Improvement Loan Fund and the Phoenix Fund, -already call for d1e creation of a certain number of
jobs. The Bll..F also f3lls under the Fedenl Davis-Bacon Wage Act, which requires beneficiaries to

pay prevailing wage ntes. These two funds. along with Small Business Administntion (SBA) 504
loans and Industrial Revenue bonds, help Atlant3. finance business start-up, expwsion, and
relocation to benefit the city.

The ADA also operates the Adant2 Empowerment Zone Projects, Multi-Family Bonds, Commercial

Industtial Property Tax AbatelT\enU, and the Leases and Sale of City Property. Projects under these
categories would include d1e concessions at Hartsfield International Airport.

To ensure that the Ati3nta Development Authority meets its standards of community benefi~ the

Coalition recommends that d positions funded by the Authority be brought to a living wage

standard and that d employers. including to those subject to prev-ailing wage laws such as the Davis-
Bacon Act, provide annual wage and employment data in order to tt"lck the number of jobs created

and the W2ges paid.

C~-*8g Dft~'8t Block Gtrmtr

The fedel"al government provides cities and urban counties flexible grmt money called Community

Development Block Grants (CDBG). These gI'.l1l~ fund neighborhood revitalization, affordable
housing expansio~ and the improvement of community &cilities and services. CDBG grants are

m~tp~~ ~ ~en~fu l~ and moderate-income persons. In 2002 the City of Atlanta received
$12,508.000 in CDBG funds.

Org2nizations receiving $50,000 or more in CDBG funds would also be covered by the living ~

ordinance. CDBG recipients are already required to pay funded sd at least a minimum wage plus

healdt benefits. Of those org,anizations receiving $50,000 or more, in 2002, only eight employ full-

time personnel making less: than $22,000. The tot2l number of workers whose W3geS would be
impacted by the $10.50jhr requirement are 10 full-time and 5 - 10 part-time worker, at an
approximate cost of approximately $135,239.

A Note on Conftnl&a:O1f Jobl, Co1JtrrJds adP, ojIds

Through national and local Davis-Bacon Acts, also known pr~g-wage laws, construction
projects funded by federal or city funds require wage ntes that are at least the average for me

industry in that area. Because of a combination of skills requirements and unionization of this
workforce, nearly all jobs covered by Davis Bacon pay well above the $10.50 Ihr rate. In recognition

of this existing wage protection mechmism, and at the request of the Mayor and the AFL-OO, the
Atlanta ordinance specifically exempts employers already covered by these laws.

Costs of a Living Wage Ordinance

The cost of raising 600 direct City workers, representing 8% of the city workforce to a minimum

salary of $22,OOO/year wu $800,000; approximately '/4 of 1% of the 2003 budget.

As the living wage movement has defIed the predictions of critics. Opponents forecasted dire
consequences following the passage of Jiving ~ ordinmces, including job loss and displacement,



hannfu1 effects to small business and nonprofio, high coso to the city, a decrease in contt2Ct bids,
and an overall reputation that the city or county in question was not "business friendly," Studies
conducted by both supporten and opponents of the living wage how~v~, disprove these fean and
demonstrate a positive economic impact.

An accurate estimate of the cost of this ordinance would be very difficult to provide, both beause
infonnation about Atlant2 contracts has been difficult to obtain, and beause dte rolling impact of
W2ge increases as contracts come up for renewal, make forecasting very diffiallt.

What is however useful is to look at the numerous studies of the economic impact of living wage
ordinances now available.

The BalUmore ordinance was dle subject of two different research studies, one and three years after
p3SS3ge. Both found that dle city experienced no increase in contract costs above nonn2l inflation
and dlere W2S no significant reduction in the numbers of firms bidding on dlese contracts. Less
skilled workers continued to find employment, and ~inesses were not deterred from o~ting in
Baltimore. In fact, businesses reported actual gains due to the living wage. Employee moral and
productivity went up. while employee turnover went down'.

Studies in Detroit, Los Angeles. New Orle2nS, Miami-Dade County, Chicago, and San Francisco all
found the cosa to employers to be modest, uswilly less than 1°/e of their operating budgets.
Taxpayers also found the costs p:a1:a1able: only $100,000-$200.000 was spent on monitoring the
ordinance. in ~mp~n to city budgets in the billions.,

A 2002 study by The Brennan Center for Justice at New Yom University analyze datt from 22 living

wage cities to discover the impact of the ordin2nces on local conmcts and economic development

plans.

This report shows that only a small percenuge of contracts experienced increased costs. Most cities
did not experience a significant ovenll inC%'ease in contract costs, but reported increases between
.028/0 and .07% of the locality's budget. These costs fell below initial expecta.tions. One reason for
low costs, as reported by officials in liayward. California, W3S that companies holding the contracU
absorbed much of the expenditure instead of p2SSing it on to the city. Another possibility was that

loalities and companies negotiated a split in the in~ costs. Pas..dena. California, is an ex3mple
of a city where this plan worked.

] Mark Weisbrot and Michell Sforza-Roderick. Baltt~'s Living Wage Law: An Analysis of the Fiscal and

Economic Costs of Balttmm-e City Ordinance 442 (BaltimoJe: The Preamble Center for Public Policy, 1998). N.
Chri~, Gteg Ruiten, Dara W~. aJM1 Erica Sc:~'gcI'."'The Eft'edS of the Living Wage in Bal1iDM)re"
(WasbingtDD, D.C.: The ~ Policy 1JIstitute, 1999).

4 David Reynolds, Rad1e1 ~ Jam Varlamp. The Impact of Detroit's LIving Wag~ Ordinance (Detroit: UIbaD

aM ~ Sttxtics CeIderI. Wayne sate Um-yGlt, 1999). R£)ben Pollin aJM1 Stephanie lu(:e. Th~ Living Wage:
Bad ldi ng a Fair Economy (New Yotk: New Press, 1998). Bnx:e Nissen. "The Impact of a Living W ~ 0rrI-1-~~
on Miami-Dade County" (Florida: Florida IDtemational University, 1999). Stq)hanie Luce am RdJeIt Poltin. ~

ImI*'"t of a Living Wage ~~nce on New OrlcanJ" ~~~.L~: Political EooDOmic Racarth ~~,

University of~~~ fOI1ImmiDg). MidIz1 Reich IIMI Ptter Hall. Living Wages Among San FrtBIcI~
Contractor5 and Home H~alth~ Workers (California: 1nmh1t~ of Industrial Rdations, University of Califomia,
1999). J8P1 Hardy aDd Arthur L)'ODS. FlramtClaJ Impact of~ Propo#d CJricago Living Wage Ordln4mce
(CbicaCO: Cca&er b EQXKJIDic Policy Amlysis. 1997).



The impact on economic development progl:3mS w-as more complicated to ascertain. Typically, the

living wage requirement did not result in fewer applicants for economic subsidies. Only one city
reported that the w..ge re~1irernents h2d any impact on the type of companies seeking economic
incentives. However, most administraton felt that some additional costs were worthwhile. As an

~ttator in Ypsilanti T ownsmp said, (~e Township Board feels that if you are go'mg to cut a

person's tAxes to promote economic development, it is only worthwhile if the employees are making
a decent living sbndard. "

Benefits of a Living Wage Ordinance

A September 2001 study of the San Francisco Int'). Airport (SFO), conducted by UC Berkeley,

provides docwnelltation of benefits to employers, consumers and the community of living wage

increases. Security concerns following the Sept. 11th 2001 attacks led many to conclude that
improving jobs, pay and benefits could have a direct impact on homeland security. According to
a 1999 report by the General Accounting Office, turnover among airport screeners at Hartsfield
annual turnover exceeded 400 percent.

A Quality Standards Program (QSP), begun in Apri12000 required wage rates ofSl0/hr with

benefIts or $11.25 without for all contracted jobs at SFO, as weD as other benefrts and training.

Entry-level wages for those covered by the program increase an average of almost $3 /hr .

Finding oftbis study include:. Turnover rates feD dramatically.
falling from 1100/0 to 25% .

Employers reported improvement in overaD job perfonnance and greater ease in.
recruiting more skilled applicants.

Positive impacts of the QSP were felt throughout the airport. Employers reported

reduced absenteeism, fewer disciplinary problems and higher morale.

The costs of QSP to aitport travelers were modest. Estimated direct cost of the wage and

health benefit increases were approximately S 1. 3 7 for each airport passenger.

.

.

S11mmary and Conclusions

If Atlanta is to become a world class city, we must insure that working families are not forced to

live in poverty. We cannot build a strong community when people who work full time are not

able to provide a safe and dignified life for their families. When workers are paid a living wage)

they re more able to support local businesses, pay more in taxes, and contribute to their families

and communities as active participants.

Setting a living wage standard for companies that benefit from tax dollars will provide a level
playing field, so that finns will compete for contracts and economic development assistance basd
on quality of service, not how much they can save in labor costs.

Three major security finns reported twnover rates

-



The Atlanta Living Wage Coalition recommends an Atlanta Living Wage ordinance that will

require:

. A Living Wage rate ofSIO.50/hr with health benefits or Sl2/br without. This rate will be

adjusted annually based on the Consumer Price Index.

The ordinance will cover direct City workers and those employed by contractors
receiving $25)000 or more 8DmlaDy and those receiving financial assistance of $50,000 or

more annually.

.

Yearly reporting on jobs aeated through City-funded contracts and financial assistance,
including total number and type of jobs, wage rates and benefits offered and the gender
and racial breakdown of the workforce.

.

~


